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Abstract

In the recent pasi, there have been & number of new initiatives lo improve the access to primary education in many
developing countries, Such initiatives, which came from the public, private and non-govemmental (NGO) sectors, have
resulted in improved nerformance in various efficiency indicators. This paper reports results from a nationwide stay
in Bungladesh on the levels and changes in enrolment pattern of children at the primary level. The gross carolment
ratio hus reached 107% und the net enrolment rate 77%. Gender gap has disappeared in fact girls have surpassod boys!
However, the incroase in enroiment taking place is not at the desired speed; it is iess than one percentage poimt per
year. The povernment is still the major provider of primary education with two-thirds of all entoiments, but non-formal
schools run by NGOs aiso have imporiant contributions to the positive changes that are taking place in Bangladesh,
© 2002 !iisevier Science Lad. All nights reserved.
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1. Introduction

The expcrience of the past decades has
uneyuivocally proved the inadequacy of the devel-
opment paradigms popularised in the deveioping
world since the end of the Second World War,
Building physical infrastructure and financial capi-
tal, though important, are not cnough to break the
cycle of poverty. There is little doubt now that
human capital formation is the sine gua non for

* Ceormrespomding author, Fax: +B80-2-882-3542.
E-mail  uddress:  mushtag(@bdmail.net
Chowdhury),

(A.M.R.

susiaihabie improvement in the lives of the people
(Sen, 1999).

Emphasis on education, particularly primary and
basic education, is the order of the day in global
development planning, Yet, there are 872 million
adult illiterates or one in every three, and 125
million children of primary school age are out of
school in the world (Oxfum, 1999), During the
present decade three major conferences attended
by world leadets reaffirmed their commitment to
the goal of primary education.

The World Conference on Education for All
(EFA), held in Jomtien, Thailand, in March 1990
was a landmark in reaffirming the pariicipating
nations’ comunitment to the cause of basic edu-
cation. As a direct consequence, many initiatives
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1o promote basic cducation have been launched in
different parts of the world. In the Asia Pucific
region, for example, UNESCO, as the co-ordinat-
ing body, drew up a plan of action to implement
the World Declaration on EFA (WCEFA, 1990),
Several member countrics have also drawn up their
own plans of action, In Bangladesh an increased
commitment of the government, non-governmental
organisations {NGOs), and donors to primary cdu-
cation has been seen over the past several years.
The recent National Plun of Action for Children
1997-2002 has summarised the positive develop-
ment that has taken place in primary cducation in
recent limes in the following (PMED, 1995):

(a) The National Programme ol Action gave
high priority to improving basic and pri-
muary level education.

(b) Girls' education has been given priority.

(®) Establishment of a separatc Primary and
Mass Education Division (PMED) facili-
tated better attention to primary education.

() A National Children Policy (NCP) was
enunciated in 1994 in line with the Con-
vention on the Rights of Children (CRC)
goals.

Some of the major cducational goals of NCP
which have been implemented aiready include:

1) Free and compulsory primuary cducation
for all children.

(i) Free education for girls up to grade VII;
scholarships to all girls attending second-
ary schools in roral areas and incentives 1o
the schools to encourage this as well.

(iii) A food-for-education programme for
poorer children,

(iv) Provision of appropriate facilities by
NGOs tor non-formal education for chil-
dren deprived of formal schooling.

Bangladesh is a signatory (o the World Declar-
ation on EFA. In the past, conventional strategies
and traditional methods in universalising primary
education have been tried, but without the desired
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result. Over a period of 15 years between 1980 and
1995, the literacy ratc in adults rose marginally
from 32 1o 38%, the rate for females remains at
only about half of that for males. Contrary to these
figures which are provided by some intemational
organisations, official statistics give a more opli-
mistic picture. According to the government, the
literacy rate has now reached 56%, which, how-
ever, remains to be independently validated. The
government has set the goal w atiain an adult liter-
acy rate of 62% by the year 2000 and claims thut
five of the 64 districts have been freed of illiwcracy
(The Daily Star, 1999).

The improvement in lileracy rate has also besn
experienced in many other developing countries.
For example, the literacy rate for aduit females in
Nepal increased by 104% over a period of 12 years
between 1985 and 1997, the same figure for India
and Pakistan being 34 and 51, respectively (UNDP,
1999). The worldwide gain in education is also
reflected in enrolment rates. Population Action
International (1998) has compared gross enrolment
ratios for almost all the countries of the world dur-
ing 1985 and 1995 and found that with the excep-
tion of some African and Middle Caswern Arab
countries, the gross enrolment ratio has increased
in most developing countries.

Bangladesh has also done well in recent ycary
in increasing the enrolment al primary levels, parti-
cularly for girls, Over the period 1980-95, the net
enrolment, as reported by UNICEF and the World
Bank, has increased from 62 to 79%; the giriy’
enrolment rate in the same period increased much
faster from a base of 47 w0 73% (Table 1).

Table |
Primary cnrolment rate in Bangladesh, 1980 95¢
Year Prinory entolment

Boys Girls Total
1980 76 47 62
1985 67 58 61
1990 76 64 70
1995 84 73 79

* Saurcex: Stute of the World's Children, UNICEF (various
reports), World Deveiopment Report, The World Bank
(various repars),
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This paper presents recent data on trends in
enrolment at primary leve! in Bangladesh and its
distribution for various geographic, religious, soci-
oeconomic, cthnic and gender groups.

2. Mcthodology

The dats for this analysis come from the Edu-
cation Watch project which is 4 joint effort of vari-
ous ¢ivil society organizations and individuals con-
cemed with the state of primary education in
Bangladesh. The purpose of the Watch is to moni-
tor primary education in the country and to act as
an advocacy group. The Watch has its secretariat
al Campaign for Popular Education (CAMPE), a
supra-body of over 400 NGOs in Bangladesh and
is beipy implemented by the Research and Evalu-
ation Division of BRAC, a large NGO itself. The
school year in Bangladesh starts in January and the
field data were collected in October—November
1998, just before the annual examinations.

The country was divided into ¢ight strats and
independent samples were drawn from each hased
on random muiti-stage techniques. The strata
included the rural arcas of six administrative
divisions separately (Dhaka, Chintagong, Rajshahi,
Khuina, Barisal and Sylhet), four metropolitan cit-
ies (Dhaka, Chittagong, Rajshahi and Khulna), and
other urban settlements (other than the above
metropolitan cities). A total of 42,584 households
from 312 villages or urban mahallas representing
all 64 districts were surveyed.

Bungladesh has @ S-year primary cycle and the
official primary school age is 6-10 years. Since
previous knowledge suggested that children out-
side of this age group also are emroled in various
types of institutions providing primary and basic
education, the survey collecred enrolment infor-
mation from children aged 4-20 years residing in
the selected households. Net and gross ratios were
compured based on the official primary age group.
More details of the methodology are available else-
where (Chowdhury et al., 1999a).
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3. Results
3.1. Gross enrciment

Table 2 shows the gross enrolment ratios at pri-
mary level (grades 1-V). It includes enrolment in
all types of primary schools: secular and non-secu-
lar, formal and non-formal. The table shows that
the gross enrolment exceeded 100% in almost all
strata and for both girls and boys. The gross enrol-
ment nationally is 107; girls having a higher ratio
of 109% compared to boys (104%). Division-wise,
rural Khulns has the highest ratio of 117%, and
the metropolitan cilics have the lowest of 101%;
in both cases the ratios for girls exceeded those of
boys. In fact, girls were ahead of boys everywhere
except rural Chittagong where boys were mar-
ginally ahead. The table also shows that the metro-
polilan areas were worse off than other urban areas.

Fig. 1 shows the gross enrolment at the national
level by grade enroled. It shows several things,
Firstly, the enrolment decrcases progressively at
every higher grade. Secondly, the drop is highest
between grades I and II, and berween grades 1il
and IV. Thirdly, there is little difference between
boys and girls in the way the atirition takes place.
Fourthly, the load of students was highest in earlier
grades which may be a reflection of increased
enrolment at the lowest grades or higher sub-
sequent dropout or both. Ideally, onc-fifth of all
stadents should have been in each grade, but a third
of all students were in grade I alone.

Fig. 2 shows the proportion of children enroled
at primary level by age. Since the primary age is
6-10 years, the Ggure shows that 33% or a third
of the enroled students were from outside the pri-
mary age group; 27% were over-aged.

Table 3 shows the gross enrolment for different
types of pritngry justitutions. Of the students
enroled at primary level, the government-run
schools had the highest number with two-thirds of
dll students enroled in such schools. Tt shouid be
remembered that the government schools also have
the highest capacity. Second in enrolment were the
non-government (registered) schools with 12% of
all srudents. The NGOs, which run non-formal
schools in most cases, were the third with 8.5% of
enrolment. The Muadrassas, which provide cdu-
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Table 2
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(Gross cnrolment ratio at primury level (grades 1-V) by stratum and sex*

Gruss enrolmont ratio (%)

Stratum

Cirir Boys Both
Rural Dhske Division 112 (1829) 101 (1951) 106 (3781)
Rural Chiwagong Division 104 (2397 105 (2555) 104 (4952)
Rural Rujshahi Division 113 (1663) 105 (1732) 109 (3395)
Rural Kimina Divisinn 121 (1v23) 113 (2006) 117 (3929)
Rursl Barsal Division 108 (1993) 106 (2041) 107 (4034)
Rural Sylhet Division 107 (2185) 104 (2300) 105 (4485)
Metropohan citice 103 (1601) 99 (1657) 101 (325%)
Other urban areas Y (16206) 106 (1633) 108 (3259)
Ruru! Bangladesh 111 (11,990) 105 (12,585) 108 (24,575)
Urban Bungladesh 107 (3227) 103 (3290) 105 (6517)
All Bangladesh 109 (15217) 104 (15,878) 107 (31,082)

® Fipures within parentheses indicate numher of children aged ¢—10 years,
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cation with Islamic focus, had 6% of students; of
these Ebtadayee, which is equivalent to the pri-
mary level, had a 1.3% share. Others such as non-
government (unregistered), English-medium kin-
dergartens and the primary schools attachod to sec-
ondary schools were much less significant. A
further look at the share of different NGOs in non-
formul enrolment showed that 76% of such stu-
dents attended the schools run by BRAC.'

' BRAC is a iocal NGO with its development programmes
spread over more thun hulfl of Dungiudesh's 86,000 villages. 1t
is one of the jurgest NGOy in the country with 26,000 full-time
and 32.000 part-lime functionuries (Lovell, 1993; Ahmed ot al,,
1993; Chowdhury and Cash, 1996).

B Under-age
QI Primarv-age
Cver-age

LY}

Pereentage of currently enroled children who were under-age, primary age and over-age, by sex.
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Table 3 '
Percentage disttibution of children curently enroled ut primary level (grades I=V) by type of school, residence and sex
Rural Hangladesh Urban Bungladesh All Bangladesh
Type of school Girls Boys Roth Girls DBoys Both Girls Boys Both
(13,177 (13,246) (26,423) (3439) (3367) (6806) (16,616) (16,613) (33.229)
Primary school
Govemnment 68.9 0%.2 69.1 577 58,5 56.6 67.6 67.6 67.6
Non-government (reg.) 128 12.7 12.8 7.2 6.5 6.9 12.3 12.0 12.1
Non-governmennt 28 2.9 2.9 2.0 2.8 2.4 2.8 2.9 2.8
(unreg.)
Non-tformal primury 10.0 6.6 R.3 9.0 10.4 1L 10.2 6.8 8.5
Madrassa
Ebtedayee 1.0 1.5 1.3 2.5 1.9 13 1.0 1.6 I3
Kumil/Fazel/Alim/Dukhil 2.4 4.2 3.3 3.5 2.8 2.2 24 4.1 32
Hafezia/Knomi/Kharezee 1.0 2.0 1.5 L7 1.1 0.5 0.9 1.9 1.4
Kindergarten 0.5 0. 0.6 8.8 7.7 6.7 1.2 1.0 | 4
Secondary attuched 0.4 0.3 0.3 9.6 10.2 10.7 1.0 .3 1.5
All wypes 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 10,0

* Figures within parentheses indicate number of children currently enroled ul primary level.

There were some variations between urban and
rural arcas in terms of enrolment and school type.
While the government and non-government
(registered) sub-systems had higher than the aver-
age sharces of enrolment in rural areas, others such
as NGOs, madrassas, FEnglish-medium, and sec-
ondary-attached primary schools had higher shares
in urban arcas. The difference between girls and
boys was more prominent for nadrassay and NGO
schools. While there were more girls than boys in
NGO schools it was the reverse in the case of
madrassas.

B ]

1.2, Ner enrolment

Table 4 shows the net enrolment at primary level
in Bangladesh. Nationally, the net enrolment rate
was found to be 77%, which means that 23% of
the primury school age children (610 years) were
not cnroled at ail. The difference between girls and
boys as found in gross ratios was maintained here
as well with the girls being significantly more
enroled than boys (p<<0.001). Such a difference
between girls and boys persisted for several strata
including rural Bangladesh, Barisal, Khulna and
Dhaka divisions. An important diflercnce berween
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the gross and net rates emerges when one compares
the urban-rural difference. While rural areas did
better in gross rate, this was reversed in ner rare;
this probably implies that urban schools are more
stringent in terms of the ape of the pupil on admis-
sion or urban parents are more conscious about
sending their children to school at the appropriate
age, or both, The urban advantage in net rates was
restricted in the case of boys only. The net rates
varied significantly among different divisions with
Khulna being the highest (82.6%) and Chittagong
the lowest (74%).

3.3. Net enrolment and socio~cconomic
differentials

Tables 5 and 6 confirm again the imporrance of
the socio-economic background of parents in
enrolment, Parents were asked to identify their
economic status in one ol the four categories:
‘always in deficit’, ‘sometimes in deficit’, ‘balan-
ced’, or ‘surplus’, For those parents who reported
to have a ‘surplus’ status in econornic terms, the
net enrolment was 88%, but this was only 66.3%
for those who reported to be in an *always deficit’
situation. Tahle 5 reveals that the advantage of
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Table 4

Net enrolment rate (%) smung children 6-10 years by strarum and sex*

Net enrolment rate (%)

Siratum Girls Boys Both Significance
Rural Dhaka Division 79.2 (1829) 71.7 (1951) 75.3 (3780)  p<0.001
Rural Chittagong Division 738 (2397) 74.2 (255%5) 74.0 (4952) ng
Ruru! Rajshahi Diviion 7%.0 (1663) 75.% (1732) 76.9 (3365)  ns
Rural Khulna Division R5.¥ (1923) 79.5 (2006) R2.6 (39297 p=<0.001
Rural Barisal Division 82.0 (1993) 78.2 (2041) 80.1 (4034)  p=20.01
Rural Sylher Division 78.8 (21835) 77.6 (2300) 78.2 (4485) ns
Metropolitan cities 76.1 (1601) 77.9 (1657) 77.1 (3258) ns
Other urban areas 80.8 (1620) 80.9 {(1633) 80.8 (3259) ns
Significance p<0.001 £<20.001 p<0,001
Rurui Bangladesh 78.7 (11,990) 75.0 (12,585) 76.8 {24,575)  p<0.001
Urban Rungladesh 78.5 (3227) 79.4 (3290) 79.0 (6517) hES
Significance Ny p<0.001 p<0.05
All Bangiadesh 78.6 (15,217) 75.5 (15,875) 171 (31,092)  p-<0.00i

¢ Figures within parentheses indicate number of children aged 6~10 years: ns=nat significant at p=0.03,
‘Juble 5
Not enroiment rute (%) among children 6-10 years by residence, sell-perceived economic statis and sex?

Self-perceived cconumie status

Residence Always in defieit Sumetimes in deficit  DBulanced Surplug Significance
Rural Bangladesh
Girls 65.1 4121 80.4 (4320) R6.0 (2582) 88.7 (967)  p=<0.001
Hoys 064.0 {4445) 774 (4378) 82.8 (2748) 87.8 (1013)  p<0,001
Both 66.5 (8560) 78.9 (8098) R4.4 {5330) 88.3 (1980)  p=0.001
level of significance  p<20.001 20,001 p+0.01 ns
Urban Bangladesh
Girls 07.1 (744) 80.0 (920) £3.6 (1045) Bl.8 (518) p=0.001
Boys 63.5 (781) 794 (938) 85,1 {1081) 922 (490) £-<0.001
Both 65.2 (1525) 79.7 (1858) R4 4 (2126) R6.9 (1008)  p+=0.001
Level of sipnificance  ns ns ns p=<0.00]
All Bungladesh
Ciirls 08.9 (4865) 80.4 (5240) 85.6 (3627) 873 (1483)  p=0.001
Boys 64.0 (5220) 77.6 (5316) 83.2 (3829) B8.7 (1503)  p~=0.001
Both 06,3 (10,092) 790 (10,556) 84.4 (7456) 88.0 (2988) P0,001
Level of significance p+20.001 p==0.001 ne 0,05

* Figures within parentheses indicate number of children eged 6- 10 years; ns=not significant at p=0.035,
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Table 6

Nel enrolment rate (%) among children 610 years by mother’s level of cducation, sex and residence!

Mother's level of education

Residence None Primary Secondary+ Significance
Rural Bangladesh )

Giirls 733 (7536) 89.8 (2779) 95.5 (1056)  p<0.001
Boys 68.9 (8405) 87.8 (2932) 94,3 (1028)  p=<0.001
Both 71.0 (16,341) 8R.8 (5711) 949 (2084) p<<0.001
Level of significunce p=20.001 p=<0.0l ng

Urban Rangludesh

Ciirls 67.06 (154%) 87.3 (710) 94.2 (879)  p<=0.001
Boys 68.2 (1586) 88.4 (670) 93.4 (961)  p<0.001
Holh 67.9 (3134) R7.8 (1380) 93.8 (1840)  p==0.001
Leve! of significance ns ns ns

All Bangladesh

Girls 2.7 {9484) 89.5 {3489) 95.1 (1935) p<0.00}
Boys A8.9 (9991) 87,9 (3602} 94.0 {1989) 2<0.001
Hoth 70.8 (19,475) 887 (7091) 04.5 (3924) 2=<0.001
Level of significance p=0.001 p<0.05 ns

" Figures within purentheses indicale number of chiltiren uged 6 10 years; ns-not significant at p=0.05.

girls over boys in enrolment is present mote in
poorer groups than in the richer groups, parti-
cularly in rural arcas. In urban areas, however,
boys® enrolment in the betier-off families was sig-
nificantly higher than that of girls.

Mathers’ educational level continued to influ-
ence enrolment. Mothers with secondary or more
education had more of their children cnroled than
mothers with no or little education (p<20.001). The
tendency to send girls more than boys to school
persisted for mothers with no schooling them-
selves, but for mothers with higher education there
was no such difference.

In rerms of reiigious background, Muslims had
a significantly higher (77.6%) enrolment rate than
non-Muslims (71.2%). This was true for all strata
except Dhaka and Barisal divisions and the metro-
politan arcas, where the trend was the reverse. The
involvement of a househald member with NGO
activities increased the nct enrolment signilicantly
in poorer households; this was more so in metro-
politan arcus (not shown in table).
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3.4. The non-enroled

Table 4 shows that 23% of children aged 6-10
years were not enroled in any schools at the time
of the survey. An amalysis of such children
revealed that they came from socially disadvan-
taged classes: 86% of their mothers and 78% of
their fathers had no education (compared to 64%
among those enroled) and 79% were ‘poor’
{compared to 66% among those enroled).

Reasons for non-enrolment were also explored.
The most important reasons mentioned were ‘100
young to go to school” (36.9%), ‘lack of money’
(31.6%) and ‘the child does not like school’ (12%).

3.5, Trends in enroiment

From each individuas! aged 4-20 years, we col-
lected her/his schooling history. This information
was also collected in 1993 from children aged 11—
12 years in the national survey for the Assessment
of Basic Competencies (ABC) (Nath et al;, 1993).
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Table 7
Percentuge distribution of children currently enroled, dropout and never enroled, 1998 and 1993*

Girls Boys Total

CE DO NKE CE DO NE CE DO NE
Children 16-20 yeurs 28.6 45.2 26.2 7R 40.0 22.2 333 42.6 24.1
(1998) (n=8366) (n=8605) (n=16,971)
Children 11-12 yenrs 83.7 7.0 9.3 77.6 10.7 117 80.7 8.8 10.5
(1998) (n=53853) (n=5731) (n=11,584)
Children 11-12 years 73.7 10.8 185 79.8 8.3 119 76,7 9.6 13.7
(1993) (n=12785) (n=1245) (n=2520)

* CE=currcntly ciroled; DO=dropped out; Nfi-never enroled.

Table 7 shows the proportion of children who were
reported ‘currently enroled’ or ‘never enroled’ dur-
ing the 1998 and 1993 surveys, This information
is given for two groups of children: those aged [ 1-
12 years in both the surveys and thosc aged 16—
20 years in the 1998 survey. This is a snap-shot
of children bur it provides valuable information on

trends. There has been an increase in the pro-
" portion currently enroled for children aged 11-(2
years between 1993 and 1998 (Fig. 3). However,
this increase was restricted to girls whose pro-
portion increased by 10 percentage points from
73.7 to 83.7%; the boys actually registered g small
decline from 79.8 to 77.6%, Similarly, the pro-
porton whoe dropped out decreased for girls but
increased for boys. Also the proportion of children
reportedly never enroled decreased for girls but
remained almost the same for boys.

86 -

Individuals who were 16-20 years old at the
time of the survey had passcd their primary school-
ing age. Schooling information for this group of
children is a crude reflection of the situation per-
sisting approximately 5-10 years ago. About a
quarter of such children never attended school. For
children aged 11--12 yeurs surveyed in 1998, this
proportion was much less (10.5%). By the time this
cohort resches the age of 16-20 years, this pro-
portion will further be reduced since many of them
will get opportunities in schools run for ado-
lescents by the government and NGOs,

3.6. Enrolment outside primary clusses
Fig. 4 shows the enrolmenr status of all individ-

uals aged 6-20 years in three age groups: 6-10
(primary), 11-15 (secondary) and 16 20 (post-
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Fig. 3. Percentage af children 11 12 years old currently enroled in school, 1993 and 1098,
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Fig. 4. Tercenwpe of children not enroicd among children 6-20 years old.

secondary). It shows that the proportion not
enroled increased with age: 23% in 6 10, 33% In
11-15, and 68% in 16-20 age group.

The values in bold type in Table 8§ are of parti-
cular interest, These are the ‘real’ net enrolment
rates at different levels of schooling. For example,
the ‘real” net corolment was 73% at primary stage,
32% at secondary stage and 13% at post-secondary
level. The drop in enrolment between primary and
secondary stage (and post-sccondary) is slartfing.

4. Discussion

This study has documented improvements in
access to primary sducation in Bangladesh in terms
of cnrolment, The gross enrolment ratio, which
shows the number of children enroled at primary
ievel per 100 children of primary school age, has
reached 107%. This is more than is suggested by

Teble 8
*Real' net enroiment rates at primary, secondaty and post-sec-
ondary levels fur individuals aged 6-20 yeury

Ape Currently enroled in grade (%)
(yeurs) =V VI-X Kl n

6 10 72.6 0.5 31,092
LI-15 34.0 328 0.2 26,597
16 20 0.9 17.5 13.5 17.232
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the latest government figures. Independent esti-
mates by UNICEF found the rate to be 111%
(UNICEF, 1999) but the ‘Bungladesh Education
Scctor Strategy Note’, prepared for the April 1999
Paris Development Forum, quoted a gross enrol-
ment ratio of 90-95% (LCG Sub-group for Rdo-
cation, 1999). The National Plan of Action set a
target of 95% of gross enrolment for the year 2000;
our information suggests that this was already achi-
eved when the plan was formulated in 1995, Since
the difference between gross ratio and net rates is
in excess of 20 percentage points for most South
Asian countries (this study found it to be 30), the
government should ser the target in terms of net
rates, not gross ratia, Adherence to the gross ratio
gives an upwardly biased impression abour the
actual situation which may resull in complacency.

The primary schools run by the government
remains dominant with two-thirds of all enrol-
ments. The government had nationalised all pri-
mary schools in 1973 but started allowing new
schools in the private sector in the early 1980s. The
registered and non-registered privately managed
schools, which now enrol about 15% of primary
school-going children, are increasingly playing
important toles. The third highest in relative enrol-
ment are the schools run by NGOs. Most of these
are non-formal in nature but cater to the leaming
goals as enunciated by the government (Ghosh,
1999). The NGO schools enrol 8.5% of primary
school going children which has increased nearly
four-fold in less then 10 years. Children going 10
other types are =mall: 1.5% in  Ebredayee
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madrassa, 1.4% in English medium kindergartens,
and 1.5% in primary schools attached 0 second-
ary schools.

Children of various age groups go to primary
level institutions. The official primary school age
is 6 10 years, but one-third of all children enraled
in primary level institutions were beyond this age
group. This leads the discussion to net enrolment
rate which iy the proportion of children aged 6 10
years attending schools. To many this is « preferred
indicator for enrolment, Seventy-seven percent of
children at primary school age were enroled in dif-
ferent institutions, which is an improvement over
the last few years, Both gross and net rates have
increased over the past few years, which is indica-
live of the system’s capability to improve, In fact,
the gross ratios have surpassed what was targeted
for the year 2000 by the government (PMED,
1995), The target is, however, much lower than the
Worid Declaration standards.

The improvement in enrolment rates is also con-
firmed by other unalyses made in the text. A study
carried out in 1993 found 77% enrolment among
children aged [1-12 years, while the correspond-
ing figure was 81% for the same age group in 1998,
It took 5 years for enrolment in this age group to
reach 81% — less than one percentage point per
year. If we move at this pace it will take 29 years
for all our children {0 gein access to primary
school! We need to devise ways through which we
can move faster,

One of the reasons mentioned by parents for not
sending children to school was that the child was
‘too young'. This is because of a lack ol awareness
about the child’s age and the age al which a child
should be sent to school. The absence of the regis-
tration of births and the consequent unavailability
of an updated list of the population at different
ages are partially responsible for this, Registration
of births does have other important uses such as
in immunization, and thus should be effectively
introduced (Chowdhury et al., 1999h), The other
reasons for not sending children 1o school were
refated to poverty and the attractiveness of the
school environment. While poverty is identified as
a major reason worldwide (World Bank, 1997),
examples show that if the education svsiem is
made more {exible o cater for the strategic needs
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of the poor parents, they do send their children 10
school. The schools run by NGOs in Bangladesh
have been successful in recruiting and retaining
poorer stmdents in their schools (Ahmed et al.,
1993). In fact, the increase in total enrolment and
reversal of gender gap have much to do with the
proliferation of NGO schools. In the absence of
NGO schools, the gross rate would have been 98
for girls and 97 for boys instead of the present 109
and 104, respectively. The country seems to have
gained much by creating a space for NGOs, and
this can be multiplied with {urther support, as men-
tioned above,

The issue of equity involves scveral disadvan-
taged groups and smdies have reported poor edu-
cational achievement for girls, the poor, cthnic
minoritics, and street and working children (Brock
and Cammish, 1999; Chowdhury et al,, 1992;
Alam et al., 1997). The country has made spectacu-
lar progress in reducing the gender gap in enrol-
ment which has in fact disappeared. This is a feat
which no other country in South Asia has been able
to achieve! This spectacular accomplishment can
be traced to a number of ‘positive discriminatory’
aclions that the state and NGOs have initated. A
most important contribution o this is the scholar-
ships that the State provides o girls attending sec-
ondary schools, As of june 1999, the government
provided Tk 4.8 billion (US$1=Tk 50) to 7.8
million girls (The Daily Star, 1999). The schools -
also simultaneously receive a small contribution
from the state for every girl enroled, which pro-
vides incentive for improved performance. The
food-for-education programme that the govern-
ment initiated provides a food ration to about 12%
of children from rural poorer fumilies for attending
school, In addition, some of the NGOs also have
large non-formal schools which target girls from
poorer fumilies. An example of positive discrimi-
nation in favour of girls is the BRAC Non-Formal
Primary Education programme which ensures that
70% of its 1.2 million pupils are girls and that they
are from poorer families (Ahmed et al,, 1993).
Such positive diseriminalory steps have had a
direct impact, A comparison of the background
profile of children attending schools in 1993 and
1998 shows that more girls and an increased pro-
portion of children from socio-economically disad-
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vantaged groups are now altending school. 1t is not
only in enrolment that the girls have caught up
with boys, the girls also have achieved equality in
completion rates at the primary cycle, with their
dropout rate equal or lower than that of boys.

Another interesting fact is the excess female
enrolments that have been reported in specific
groups: rural areas, poorer families, and among
those whose mothers never attended schools: This
is a welcome shift. Such an increase in female
enralment is being experienced in many
developing countries. Table 9 shows the gender
gap in 1995 compared to 1985 for five South Asian
countries and the Islamic Republic of Iran. Except
for Pakistan, the gender gap decreased in zll these
countries including Iran (Population Action Inter-
national, 1998). :

The design of this study did not allow separate
analysis for children belonging to ethnic groups
or urban slums, It is, however, well acknowl-
cdged that the street children are amongst the
most disadvantaged in the society. There are a
few programmes thal address the particular
needs of such children such as the ‘Hard-to-
reach’ schools implemented by NGOs with State
and UNICELT support. However, this is over-
shadowed by the reported failure to keep the
children continuing through the primary cycle.
Tihis probably demands more imaginative ideas
and programmes,

The situation in Chittagong Hill Tracts (CIIT)
(Minority Rights Groups, 1997) where most of

Bangladesh’s ethnic minorities live has been an
unknown territory for over two decades. Very
little was known about the educational situation
in the three districts that constitute the CHT. In
mid-1998, following & peace agreement between
the Parbattya Chattagram Juna Sanghati Samity
and the Government of Bangladesh, BRA(C’s
Research and Evaluation Division carried out a
large socioeconomic survey of five of the CHT s
11 major ethnic groups. Education was one of
the foci of this investigation. Substantial differ-
ences among the groups in terms of literacy,
enrolment, and achievement were reported. It
was observed that all the groups were lagging
behind the dominant Bangalees, that giris were
behind boys in each group and that some of the
ethnic groups such as Mro and Tripura were far
behind the more numerous Chakmas. Now that
peace has been restored, pragmatic planning with
participation of all is essential for cquitable
development of all ethnic groups. A contentious
issue in this task will be the use of the mother
tongue. Some of the groups such as Chakmas and
Marmas have their own alphabets, but these are
fast becorning extinct (or various reasons.
Revival and their use at lzast at the primary level
will heip children in such groups Jearn (aster. It
is well known that the use of any language other
than the mother tongue al the instruction level
perpetuates inequalities (Bunyi, {999),

Another issue which was raised from this
paper is the (ast drop in enrolment between pri-

Table 9
Gender gup at primary level enrolment in selected South Asien countries and Tran, 1985 vs 1095
Gross enrofment ratio (1995) Gender gup
Country Girls Boys 1995 1985 Increase/decrease
Pakistan 45 101 56 20 430
Nepal 80 129 40 58 ‘18
India 50 110 20 v =10
Bungladesh 73 R4 Il 19 -8
Sri Lunka 12 il4 2 3 =
Itun 96 103 7 21 -4

* Source: Populution Action Internutional (1998).
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mary and secondary and between secondary and
higher secondary levels. While the ‘real’ net
enrolment rate was found to be 73% at the pri-
mary level, it is only 13% at the highcr second-
ary level. The reasons for this are numerous, but
an important one is the absence of the required
emphasis on post-primary levels by the govern-
ment and NGO scctors alike While many NGOs
are aciive in the primary sector, not a single
NGO is found in secondary or higher second-
ary levels,

Years of neglect have created a stagnating
situation in the education sector in Bangladesh.
Because of recent affirmation by the national
government along with support from the inter-
national community and NGOs, the situation has
started to improve. However, the improvements
are not taking place at the desired speed. More
dynamism and increased participation of the
stakeholders will speed up the process of univer-
salising primary education in Bangladesh. An
important element that must be considered sim-
ultancously with this crusade is the quality of
education. Although this was not the focus of
this paper, the country faces more duaunting chal-
fenges in ensuring quality education to its chil-
dren (Chowdhury et al., 1999a).
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